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[bookmark: _GoBack]Can we defend Marxism against the charge of anti-humanism by allowing that it posits a form of methodological individualism?
This question prompts a number of sub-questions. Firstly, what is Marxism? Secondly, what is humanism, and why might Marxism be accused of opposing it? Thirdly, if Marxism faces such an accusation, why should “we” (Marxists, non-Marxists, anti-Marxists?) defend it? Fourthly, what is “methodological individualism”, and what different forms can it take? Fifthly, how might one of these forms be “posited” by Marxism? Finally, how might identification of a form of methodological individualism “posited” in a form of Marxism exculpate that form of Marxism from the accusation of anti-humanism? None of these questions promise simple answers.
McLellan defines “Marxism” as a “body of doctrine” claiming to demonstrate the “real basis of society”: with individual human lives to be understood as constituted within social superstructures  (in particular political and legal) arising from an economic base determined by the forces and relations of production -  “the way men produced their means of subsistence” (McLellan 1979:1). Central to Marxism is a view of history in which societies become subject to revolutionary transformation when the development of productive forces is seriously impeded by the (class-based) relations of production. The class relations in capitalist society are thus predicted to lead to the overthrow of bourgeois relations of production, concluding with a “classless, communist society” (1979:1). However, McLellan suggests, the rediscovery and publication of Marx’s early writings (in the 1930s) and (in the early 1940s) the  Grundrisse (1979:1) has led not only to greater awareness of the way Marx’s thought changed, but also to divergence concerning what aspects of his legacy, when incompatible or inconsistent, are to be embraced or shunned. Although more restrained than Singer and Elster - who compare the impact of Marx’s thought to that of Jesus or Muhammad (Singer 1980:1 and Elster 1986:1) – McLellan identifies the effect of the adoption by mass political movements of this “doctrine”, founded in political commitment to social transformation, as leading either to its ossification into articles of “simple faith” (with correspondent socio-political heresies and purges) or its expedient distortion according to political contingencies (1979:2) or both. It is perhaps more accurate, then, to refer to a plurality of Marxisms after Marx: a view supported by the geographical and historical range of interpretations delineated in McLellan’s book, and (even more so) in Kolakowski’s monumental Main Currents of Marxism. The latter underlines the sterility of asking what Marx would say “if he could see what his followers have done” or which Marxism is the “truest” (Kolakowski 2005:6). The question to be addressed, therefore, concerns whether Marxism – Marx’s own writings and political practice as well as those of his inheritors – is anti-humanist: whether there are historical forms of Marxism which are more (or less) anti-humanist than others, and whether there are historical forms of Marxism which “posit” a form of methodological individualism. The answer to all the questions is undoubtedly affirmative.  My focus, however, limits itself to just two of these forms: Althusser’s reading of Marx and the reformulation by Jon Elster of Marxist insights using the “tools and methods of contemporary Anglo-American analytic philosophy and social science” associated with “Analytical Marxism” (Kymlicka 2002:167). Does Elster’s positing of methodological individualism guarantee his support for humanism? And does Althusser’s failure to posit methodological individualism thereby deem him culpable of anti-humanism?                                                                                   

Humanism itself has a long and complex history, and my focus here is on non-religious humanism: what Charles Taylor describes as “self-sufficient” or “exclusive” humanism (Taylor 2007:18-19). Just as, in exploring alleged Marxist anti-humanism, I set aside anti-humanism in its “neo-Nietzschean” (2007:634-636) or “counter-Enlightenment” (2007:372-374) forms, so I ignore recent powerful developments in contemporary humanism in “non-exclusive” but “non-religious” forms, such as “deep ecology” (2007:18-19). Eagleton succinctly sums up certain core values of “exclusive” humanism (in its  “liberal” form) as: “trust in men and women’s rationality [and] desire for freedom”; “conviction of the evils of tyranny and oppression”; and “passionate faith that men and women are at their best when not labouring under myth or superstition” (Eagleton 2009:124-125). Few would deny that Marx’s thought is opposed to such broad “progressive” and  “Promethean” thematics  (Soper 2000:14-15). To these, however, may be added Soper’s three (more specifically theoretical) categories of “anti-theological” humanism: “essentialist” - involving defence of the idea of an essential, universal “human nature” characterised by inherent basic needs;  “teleological” – characterised by an essentialist view of human being and its historical destiny; and “existentialist” - emphasising the notion of free agency in human self-making (Soper 2000:14-15). Anti-humanism, therefore, would be identifiable in a form of Marxism, such as Althusserian Marxism, by opposition to some or all of these tenets. However, before considering Althusser’s thought in relation to humanism and methodological individualism, I want to outline the possible meanings of the latter, particularly as formulated in John Elster’s revisionist Marxism. 
                                                                                                   
Elster’s methodological critique of Marx emerges out of a complex ancestry of methodological individualism (as traced for example by Udehn) dating back to antiquity, re-emerging with Locke and Hobbes, intensifying in classical economics and British and German psychologism in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries before first reaching its currently recognisable and still much disputed form as an “explicitly stated principle of social scientific research” via the late nineteenth century Austrian School of Economics and Max Weber (Udehn 2001:7-126 and 2002:479-507). Udehn suggests, moreover, that the continuing intensity of debate surrounding methodological individualism is due to its touching on: “our deep-seated beliefs about the nature of the individual and of society, our knowledge about these [and] our ideals of the good society” (2002:479). These ontological, epistemological and ethical issues quite evidently overlap with humanism as outlined above. Like Udehn, Barghava discovers looseness and obscurity in existing formulations of methodological individualism: a “mixed bag of interconnected doctrines” (Barghava 1992:19). However, he also identifies a “rough consensus”, citing Elster as representative of methodological individualism in his claim that: “all social phenomena –their structure and their change - are in principle explicable in ways that only involve individuals—their properties, their goals, their beliefs and their actions” (Elster 1985:5). Elster, in seeking to understand and explain social phenomena, explicitly posits a central tenet of methodological individualism. But is he a Marxist? And if so, are his methodological premises sufficient in themselves to absolve him from the taint of anti-humanism?   
                                                                
Lebowitz, like Mandel (Mandel 1989:105-132), denies that Elster is a Marxist, even claiming that he is an anti-Marxist (Lebowitz 1988:193). Indeed, Elster explicitly dissociates himself from many of Marx’s “most cherished doctrines” (Elster 1986:4 and 188-194). Amongst those aspects of Marx’s thought that Elster would salvage (in revised form), his enthusiasm for Marx’s “unwavering” ethical individualism and belief in the “self-realisation of the individual” (1986:194-200) suggests that, in so far as he is a Marxist, his distance from anti-humanism does not require him to posit methodological individualism in order to escape such a charge. Nevertheless, if (following Barghava) a form of methodological individualism is central to what is, for Elster, to be salvaged from Marx’s intellectual patrimony, what is that form?  Is there any relation between such a methodology and resistance to anti-humanism? Does a thinker’s positing of methodological individualism in some way either inoculate them against anti-humanism or render them an anti-Marxist or both? Warren’s reading of Elster suggests possible answers to these questions.        
                                                                              
Warren’s critique of Elster’s methodological individualism, while similar in outline to Lukes’ decisive dismantling of its positing by Hayek, Popper and Watkins (Lukes:1968), is more nuanced in its treatment, especially with regard to what he calls its “normative” as well as its explanatory dimensions (Warren 1995:232). He expresses sympathy with Elster’s “goal”: through methodological individualism to “salvage conceptually the possibility of free and rational human agency” (1995:232).  Warren’s aim, however, is to demonstrate that Elster’s form of methodological individualism – identified as “methodological individualism of subjects” (1995:238-240) – fails to achieve its intended end: an end which was not only Marx’s but also (potentially) instrumentally humanist – “ to produce a kind of [critical] knowledge that would make social outcomes and psychological effects intelligible to the individuals who produce them, thus contributing to their abilities to control their futures” (1995:233). Nevertheless, the specifically humanist potential of knowledge produced through “methodological individualism of actions” – Warren’s label for Marx’s alternative to Elster’s methodological individualism (1995:248-252) – is dependent on the individuals for whom the knowledge is produced either already being (in Eagleton’s sense) humanist in inclination prior to their enlightenment or being transformed into humanists by means of their enlightenment. Otherwise, there would seem to be little to stop such knowledge being used by anti-humanist “guardians” or would-be totalitarian dictatorships to control more effectively the futures of others. Furthermore, Warren’s critique of Elster’s methodological individualism of subjects identifies an a priori “axiomatic conception of the agent or subject”, with the individual defined as: “a being that acts by relating internal desires to external circumstances through an instrumentally rational process of decision-making” (1995:239). In other words, Warren’s challenge to Elster’s reductionism poses as a central concern the question of what “facts” constitute an individual, which can range, as in Lukes’ “rudimentary list” of predicates applicable to individuals, from the non-social, such as “genetic make-up” and “brain states”, through to individual acts which are “maximally social”, such as “cashing cheques”, “saluting” or “voting” (Lukes 1968:123). Finally, and of particular significance in relation to readings of Althusser, Warren questions Elster’s claim that methodological individualism is a purely explanatory rather than an evaluative doctrine; while clearly distinct from ethical individualism, it is not without normative implications, made evident at a rhetorical level – as demonstrated, for example, by Elster’s own assertion that readings of historical materialism as   “a theory of collective actors and functions” contributed to the justification of Soviet “disregard for individuals”, allowing Stalin and the Red Guards to treat those they considered their opponents as “so many sheep to the slaughter” (Elster 1985:117-118). Such, too, is Thompson’s summative judgement of Althusser: “Althusserianism is Stalinism reduced to the paradigm of Theory” (Thompson 1978:374). In other words, as Anderson puts it: “a philosophical denial of the role of human agency in history is read as a theorization of the practical repression of living men and women”; an “intrinsic relation” is identified between the “causal determinism” of Althusser’s analytic structuralism and a callous “moral nihilism” exemplified by Beria’s execution squads (Anderson 1980:125). Can Althusser be defended against Thompson’s accusations of anti-humanism despite his failure to posit - or rather despite his explicitly consistent rejection of - any form of methodological individualism?

There are at least two possible responses to this. In one sense – philosophical rather than political - the answer is obviously negative; Althusser’s anti-humanist reading of Marx is explicit: “one can and must speak openly about Marx’s theoretical anti-humanism [and it] is impossible to know anything about men except on the absolute precondition that the philosophical (theoretical) myth of man is reduced to ashes” (Althusser 1969:229). Two “humanist” stages are identified in the development of Marx’s thought - Fichtean “liberal-rationalist humanism” (1969:223-225) and Feuerbachian “‘communalist’ humanism” (1969:225-227) – concluding in a radical critique of the earlier philosophies’ dependence on a “problematic of human nature” which posits a universal essence of man, attributed to each single man: thereby rejecting, for example in political economics “the myth of homo economicus”, or, in history, “social atomism” (1969:228). It is notable, however, that here once again Althusser refers to the rejection of myths. Even as the (above-mentioned) essentialist, teleological and existentialist attributes of non-theological humanism are swept onto the funeral pyre of bourgeois theory, the broad progressive and Enlightenment thematics are implicitly reasserted. The aim of Marx’s paradigm shift (and, it may be inferred, Althusser’s reconstruction of it) is to produce knowledge which will enable individual men and women to understand the nature of the injustice and oppression they suffer from, and, through such understanding, identify the political means to oppose and end it. Such an aim surely does not necessarily require Marx (or Althusser) to have posited methodological individualism in order to qualify as humanistic in the broadest sense of the term. 

A second possible response to the question of whether Althusser can be defended against the charge of anti-humanism, despite his rejection of methodological individualism, is undoubtedly affirmative. Anderson mounts one such defence in his sketch of the political context of Althusser’s texts (Anderson 1980:104-115): in particular, highlighting his response to “socialist humanism” in the early 1960s (1980:108-109), a movement whose range and influence is represented in greater detail by Epstein (2017:17-67). Far from being the thin end of the wedge of an apologia for Stalinist gulags and firing squads, Althusser’s philosophical anti-humanism provided a critical perspective on the ideological function of current Soviet claims of the supersession of  “proletarian humanism” (the dictatorship of the proletariat with a view to its liberation from exploitation) by socialist “personal humanism” with its treatment of “men […] as persons” (Althusser 1969:221-222) and its themes of “free development of the individual, respect for socialist legality, dignity of the person etc.” (1969:238). Taken out of context (both textual and historical), the casual use of  “etc.” here might be misread (as Anderson suggests is the case with Thompson) as Althusser’s contemptuous anti-humanist dismissal of such themes in general rather than the posing of a highly sceptical question mark over Soviet claims that such basic humanistic values had become or were becoming a matter of fact in the USSR (Anderson 1980:107).

It is questionable whether Marxism needs to be defended against the charge of anti-humanism in so far as that anti-humanism is theoretical. The answer to the question of whether the Stalinist system was causally generated by Marxian theory is surely negative. As Kolakowski puts it: “no society has ever been entirely begotten by an ideology [;] anybody is Marxist enough to admit that” (Kolakowski 1977:283). In so far as anti-humanism is practical (as in Stalinist totalitarianism), it is ethically indefensible, whether it presents as its justification “knowledge” made possible by the positing of methodological individualism or methodological collectivism. Therborn, after reflecting on the fuzziness of the (Althusserian) line between practices which are dominantly discursive (writing philosophical essays) and dominantly non-discursive (loading the magazine of a revolver) concludes: “After all, there is some difference between being pronounced ‘dead’ by a hostile critic and being assassinated” (Therborn 1980:33). However, history shows this is not always the case: especially if the critic is Beria or Goebbels. Can methodological individualism help us to identify when and why that crucial line is becoming too fuzzy for comfort, thus allowing us to intervene and prevent it being crossed? Mandel, a self-professed “revolutionary socialist” (Mandel 1989:128) responds negatively. Supporting his case against Elster - (implicitly) a non-revolutionary socialist, for whom what is “good” in Marxism should enter the “mainstream of social science” where it will “cease to be specifically ‘Marxist’” (Elster 1986:5) - he contrasts methodological individualism with methodological collectivism by reference to Nazism rather than Stalinism. Methodological individualism, he implies, would seek an explanation for the rise of the former in the nuts and bolts of individual psychology rather than in “the weight of social forces” transforming individual beliefs and actions. This is exemplified by reference to SS survivors of World War II: essentially, he asserts, their “total personality” as individuals had not changed, and they remained “law-abiding” citizens, deeply loving their children and pets, just as they had while murdering millions. Always, potentially, murderous criminals, only through their association under given social conditions was that potentiality realised (Mandel 1989:106-107). The implication is not only that methodological individualism is unable to identify the causes of such tragically destructive anti-humanist practices but also, as a result, incapable of providing the means of resisting them. In conclusion, three observations may be made. Firstly, the equation of methodological individualism with psychologism is, undoubtedly, a travesty of Elster’s position. Secondly, Mandel’s powerfully emotive historical fable is as entirely unsupported by any micro-foundational empirical evidence as Elster’s (or Thompson’s) abovementioned equation of Althusserian theoretical anti-humanism with Stalinist judicial genocide. Finally, what is at stake is not solely historical method. It also concerns radically different political commitments to the making of the future. For revolutionary socialists, Marx’s eleventh thesis on Feuerbach is foundational (Marx 1977:158). Such change involves political commitment to the realisation of communism: “the abolition of private property and thus of human self-alienation and therefore the real reappropriation of the human essence by and for man” (Marx 1977:89). Whatever practices such commitment (or opposition to it) may lead to, methodological individualism cannot guarantee, in itself, slippage from theoretical views about the death of the subject into political actions which lead to the mass graves of practical anti-humanism. 
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